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Embellishing the Past: Fernando del Pulgar and
History at the Court of the Catholic Monarchs
Bretton Rodgriguez
University of Nevada, Reno
Composed in the late fifteenth century, Fernando del Pulgar’s Crónica de los

Reyes Católicos was the official account of – and therefore one of the best sources
for – some of the most significant events in late medieval Spanish history. Within his narrative, Pulgar described the marriage of Isabel and Fernando (better
known today as the Catholic Monarchs), the establishment of the Spanish Inquisition, and the buildup to the conquest of Granada. Despite the importance of
the events that he described, as well as his own role as official historian, Pulgar
revealed a radical understanding of history and history writing in his personal
correspondence. In particular, Pulgar claimed that it was the historian’s responsibility to embellish their account of the past and to change details to make their
narratives as rhetorically compelling as possible. This essay explores how Pulgar
embellished his official history to support specific nobles, the converso community, and the political interests of the Catholic Monarchs. In doing so, it not only
provides insight into Fernando del Pulgar and the Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, but it also reveals the complexity and literary sophistication of the historical
narratives produced at the court of the Catholic Monarchs.

In the late fourteenth century, the Castilian nobleman and histo-

rian Fernán Pérez de Guzmán wrote in the prologue to his most
famous work – a series of biographical sketches of illustrious Castilian nobles known as the Generaciones y semblanzas (Generations
and Biographies) – that there were three things one needed to be a
good historian.1 Good historians had to be intelligent, they should
be present or have trustworthy firsthand accounts for the events that
they describe, and they should not write about the actions of a living ruler. This third element is particularly relevant for this essay.
Peréz de Guzmán wrote that it was vital for a historian, “That the
history should not be published while the king or prince is still alive
in whose time and rule the historian is working so that the historian
1 Pérez de Guzmán, Generaciones y semblanzas, 2-3.
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should be free to write the truth without fear.”2 In other words, in
order to compose a truthful account, a historian should only write
about those rulers who are unable to harm him.
Peréz de Guzmán’s statement is striking in the cynical way it describes the influence of political power on writing history, but it also
reflects a few generally held beliefs from the period. First, it accepts
the idea, which dated back at least to Aristotle, that history should
be an accurate account of what really happened in the past.3 Second,
it exemplifies a popular medieval belief that history should serve a
didactic role by presenting positive models to be emulated and negative models to be avoided. Even though medieval Castilian history
frequently broke with these ideas in practice – and had done so at
least since Alfonso X’s early vernacular chronicles in the thirteenth
century – historians in medieval Castile still claimed to adhere to
these standard ideas about what the nature of history should be.4
By the late fifteenth century, however, historians at the court of the
Catholic Monarchs had begun not only to challenge these traditional
ideas about the nature of history, but also to construct arguments in
direct opposition to the idea that writing history meant relaying an
exact account of past events. In particular, Fernando del Pulgar, the
official chronicler for the Catholic Monarchs, articulated a revolutionary idea about the nature of history and its relationship to politi2 Pérez de Guzmán, Generaciones y semblanzas, 2-3. “Que la historia no sea publicada
viviendo el rey ó principe en cuyo tiempo y señorios se ordena, porque el historiador sea
libre para escribir la verdad sin temor.”
3 In the Poetics, Aristotle wrote that history was an account of “the thing that has been,”
which he contrast against poetry, which he claims is an account of “a kind of thing that
might be” (Poetics, 234-235). In other words, history is an account of what has really happened while poetry is an account of anything that may happen.
4 In his thirteenth-century historical narrative, the Estoria de España (The Story of Spain),
Alfonso X composed a history of Spain from its origins up to nearly his own rule. As
numerous scholars have noted, despite claiming to write in order to educate his audience,
Alfonso’s narrative helped to legitimize and support his own rule while also glorifying the
history of his kingdom.
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cal power.5 For Pulgar, the historian’s job was not just to relate what
had happened in the past, but also to embellish it so that it was as
rhetorically compelling as possible as long as he did not break with
the overall sense of what had occurred. By examining a variety of
works composed by Pulgar – with special attention to the personal
letters that he sent to specific individuals – this essay will explore
how he structured his official history of the Catholic Monarchs – the
Crónica de los Reyes Católicos (Chronicle of the Catholic Monarchs) – to support powerful nobles, his own community, and his
primary patron, Queen Isabel I of Castile.
In 1480, Isabel and Fernando II of Aragon – who together would
come to be known as the Catholic Monarchs – named Fernando del
Pulgar as their royal chronicler and authorized him to write the official history of their reign.6 This history, the Crónica de los Reyes
Católicos, primarily covered the period from the marriage of Isabel
and Fernando in 1469 up to the year 1490, which was shortly before
the Castilian conquest of Granada. Like earlier chronicles, Pulgar’s
history was intended to support the rule of the Catholic Monarchs,
and he presented it as a tradition work of official history.
In the prologue to this account, for example, Pulgar offered a very
standard idea of history. He stated, “We write, with the help of the allpowerful God, the truth of the things that occurred. Through which,
those who read this chronicle will see the effects of the Providence
of God clearly revealed,”7 and the he went on to state that his work
commemorated the great deeds of the Catholic Monarchs for future
5 According to Gonzalo Pontón Gijón, Pulgar would have known Pérez de Guzmán personally, and Pulgar even mentioned overhearing his predecessor relating anecdotes in his
fourth letter (12). This suggests that Pulgar would have been aware of Pérez de Guzmán’s
ideas regarding the role of history and what he believed to be necessary to be a good historian.
6 Gómez Redondo, Historia de la Prosa de los Reyes Católicos, 43.
7 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, Proemio, 1: 3. “Escriuiremos, con el ayuda
del muy alto Dios, la verdad de las cosas que pasaron. En las quales verán los que esta
Corónica leyeren los efectos de la Prouidençia de Dios magnifiestos claramente.” All citations from the Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, unless otherwise noted, come from Juan de
Mata Carriazo’s 1943 edition of the text. Regarding its format, the first number refers to the
chapter (here, the proemio), the second to the volume, and the third to the page number.
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generations. In other words, Pulgar presented his chronicle as a didactic history. Moreover, by highlighting that history reveals God’s
plan, Pulgar further supported the Catholic Monarchs by revealing
how their actions were all part of the larger divine plan.
These claims by Pulgar – that he had crafted a didactic history to
instruct the reader while also revealing God’s diving plan – were
standard for historians in medieval Iberia.8 However, Pulgar’s personal letters reveal that he envisioned history as having a much more
expansive role than just providing models for future generations.
In particular, the letters that Pulgar sent to individual nobles reveal
how he was able to write and revise his historical narrative in order
to support his allies.9
The best example of how Pulgar manipulated his accounts of the
past in support of specific interests is a letter that he sent to the
Count of Cabra, Diego Fernández de Córdoba, around the year 1484.
In general, Pulgar wanted his letters to be read by a wide audience.
In fact, he published 15 letters shortly afterward, in 1485, which
have come to be known simply as the Letras (Letters). He also published 32 letters, along with the first edition of the Claros varones
de Castilla (Famous Men of Castile), in 1486.10 By publishing his
private correspondence, Pulgar was participating in a practice that
was common amongst contemporary European humanists, and he
was also following the example of classical philosophers such as
Cicero. Pulgar’s letter to the Count of Cabra, however, was not intended to public. Not only did Pulgar not publish the letter amongst
the others, but he also instructed the count not to reveal its contents
8 Similar claims, for instance, were made by Alfonso X in the prologue to his Estoria
de España, in which he argues that he produced his history to preserve the memory of
scientific achievement and so that the great deeds of individuals might not be forgotten
(Prologo, 3).
9 This is not only true in Pulgar’s letters. In his Claros varones de Castilla – a series
of biographical sketches of important nobles and clergy members that he composed and
published in the 1480s – Pulgar repeatedly praised and glorified the accomplishment of
specific nobles.
10 Pontón Gijón, “Fernando del Pulgar,” 26-27.
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to anyone. This letter is vital for interpreting Pulgar’s work. In fact,
in this letter, he proposed nothing less than a new understanding of
writing history in Castile.
As was traditional, within the letter Pulgar praised the role of history for preserving memory, and he offered to conserve the memory
of the count’s deeds for his descendants. However, he also claimed
that he wrote history in a new way, one that broke with tradition and
imitated Livy and other classical historians. He stated:
I, very noble and magnificent lord, in this (history) that I write I do not
continue the form of these chronicles that we read of the kings of Castile, but I work as I can to imitate, if I should be able, Livy and the other
ancient historians, who embellished their chronicles a great deal with
arguments that we read in them, enmeshed in a great deal of philosophy
and good doctrine. And in these types of arguments we have license to
add, to ornament them with the best and most effective words and reasons that we are able, provided that we do not depart from the substance
of the event.11

Pulgar was clear. He believed that historians had the right and responsibility to adapt their historical narratives to more effectively
make their arguments, provided that they did not misrepresent the
substance of the event. This was a major departure from the way
that previous historians had written about composing history. Rather
than focusing on the didactic purposes of history, or emphasizing its
role as witness to God’s divine plan, Pulgar emphasized the form
and structure of the text.
Later in the letter, Pulgar provided an example of his version of writing history. Pulgar told the count that he had written two speeches
regarding the question of what to do Boabdil following his capture
at the Battle of Lucena in 1483.12 One speech was in favor of keep11 Pulgar, Letra XXXIII, 142. “Yo, muy noble e magnífico señor, en esto que escribo no
llevo la forma destas corónicas que leemos de los Reyes de Castilla; mas trabajo cuanto
puedo por remidar, si pudiere, al Tito Livio e a los otros estoriadores antiguos, que hermosean mucho sus corónicas con las razonamientos que en ellas leemos, enbueltos en mucha filosofía e buena doctrina. Y en estos tales razonamientos tenemos liçençia de añadir,
ornándolos con las mejores e más efiçaces palabras y razones que pudiéremos, guardando
que no salgamos de la sustançia del fecho.”
12 Boabdil (1460-1533), also referred to as Muhammad XII, was one of the Muslim rulers
of Granada during the conquest of the kingdom by Isabel and Fernando. Moreover, Boabdil
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ing Boabdil imprisoned and the other was in favor of letting him go.
Notably, Pulgar offered to attribute the latter speech to the count.
Pulgar wrote:
Since they wrote to me that regarding the deliberation on the Moorish
king there were a few opinions, some of them for and some of them
against, I constructed two arguments: the one that he (Boabdil) should
not be placed in liberty, and the other advising that he be set free. I am
sending them to your lordship, and if you command that the latter argument be attributed to your lordship, as that is what the Council determined, then I will do it.13

In essence, Pulgar was offering to change his history – which, as the
royal historian, was the official version of past events for the Castilian court – and to make the count responsible for convincing the
king and queen to release Boabdil.
Although there is not a record of his reply, one can see how Pulgar
treated the Count of Cabra, as well as other nobles with whom he
had a relationship, in the Crónica de los Reyes Católicos.14 First
of all, he included the two speeches mentioned in his letter – one
proposing that Boabdil remain imprisoned, the other advocating for
his release – in the chronicle.15 However, within the narrative, it was
not Count of Cabra who gave the speech in favor if releasing Boabdil. Instead, it was Rodrigo Ponce de León, the Marques of Cádiz,
who advocated that the emir be released, which was ultimately what
happened. The existence of this letter, therefore, not only calls into
was the ruler who ultimately surrendered the city of Granada to the Catholic Monarchs in
1492.

13 Pulgar, Letra XXXIII, 142. “Porque me escrivieron que çerca de la deliberaçion del rey
moro ovo algunos votos, dellos pro e dellos contra, yo hice dos razonamientos: el uno que
no se devía soltar, el otro consejando que se suelte. Enbíolos a V.S., y si mandáredes quel
postrimero razonamiento se intitule a V.S., pues en aquel se determinó el Consejo, luego
lo faré.”
14 Although he almost certainly did not know about the letter sent to the Count of Cabra,
Lorenzo Galíndez de Carvajal, a historian writing for Carlos I of Spain (Charles V of the
Holy Roman Empire) in the sixteenth century complained that Pulgar overly privileged
the deeds and actions of some nobles while ignoring or overlooking the achievements of
others.
15 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 150, 2: 89.
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question whether or not the Marquez was the one to give the speech,
but it also challenges the basic historical accuracy of Pulgar’s account of the event.
Examples such as these reveal how Pulgar was able to shape his narrative to support the interest of individual nobles. Moreover, taken
in tandem with the letter that Pulgar sent to the Count of Cabra,
one can see the way that Pulgar was able to construct a history that
supported the interest of specific nobles at the expense of others,
which highlights the larger role and importance of writing history
at the court of the Catholic Monarchs. In addition, it reveals how a
historian – especially the official historian – [could easily become a
type of power broker at court] with control over the official account
of the past.
Along with shaping his narrative to further the interests of individual members of the nobility, Pulgar also used his narrative in support of a very different group, the converso community in Castile.
Conversos were Christians who had converted from Judaism, or the
descendants of individuals who had taken that step, either through
persuasion or force.16 Although many conversos thrived in early
fifteenth-century Castile, beginning with the rebellion of Toledo in
1449, and the first statutes of Limpieza de Sangre – laws that discriminated against the converts based on their ethnic heritage – conversos began to suffer from persecution and exclusion.17
This persecution intensified in the period following 1478, when the
Catholic Monarchs received permission from the pope to establish
the Spanish Inquisition, and 1481, when autos de fe – acts of faith
16 In the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, there were a number of significant
riots against the Jewish populations of a number of Castilian and Aragonese cities. In fact,
according to David Nirenberg, these anti-Jewish riots resulted in the greatest Jewish loss of
life in the Middle Ages (90). As a result of these conflicts, around 400,000 Jews converted
to Christianity between 1391 and 1416 (Kaplan 18).
17 Along with the law of Limpieza de Sangre, conversos were the target of anti-converso
riots in multiple cities throughout the 1460s and 1470s, and they were often forced to pay
special taxers, or were limited in what careers and opportunities they were able to pursue
(Kaplan 22-26).
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where lapsed conversos were punished publicly – began in Seville.
In this initial period of its history, the Inquisition primarily targeted
conversos who were believed to have relapsed or to have continued practicing Judaism. Contemporary sources claim that thousands
of conversos were tried and processed by the Inquisition during its
early years, and recent scholarship has proposed that in addition to
those who were processed and received lighter punishment, around
300 conversos may have been burned alive during the first decade of
the Inquisition in Seville.18
One reason that Pulgar may have supported this community was
his own background. Pulgar – like many contemporary Castilian
historians, including Alonso de Cartagena, Alfonso de Palencia, and
Diego de Valera – came from a converso background.19 He was also
the student of another prominent converso, Fernán Díaz de Toledo,
an important official at the court of Juan II and Enrique IV. Along
with his personal background, Pulgar revealed his support of the
converso community through his treatment of conversos within his
Claros varones de Castilla,20 as well as thought another unpublished
letter in which Pulgar spoke out in defense of the community.
In this letter, Pulgar strongly advocated for the converso community, and he cited scripture to argue that lapsed conversos and Jews
should be converted by persuasion rather than force. He also defended those who he saw as innocent, stating:
I believe, lord, that there are some that sin from evil intentions, and others
– and the majority – because they follow those evil ones; and they would
follow good ones if it were possible. But, as the older ones are such bad
Christians, the newer ones are such good Jews. Without a doubt, lord, I

18 Wagner, “La Inquisicion en Sevilla,” 459-460.

19 As Michael Gerli has discussed, many of these converso intellectuals – such as Fernán
Díaz de Toledo, Alonso de Cartagena, and Diego de Valera – were not only intellectually
shaped by their background, but also actively sought through their writings to support conversos and their role in Castilian society (“Performing Nobility,” 20).
20 In the Claros varones de Castilla, Pulgar included biographies for several important
converso nobles, and he depicted them in an overtly positive light. In particular, Pulgar offered a glowing depiction of the converso bishop Alonso de Cartagena, in which he repeatedly emphasized his limpieza, which in this case would mostly likely signify his purity and
provide a contrast with the statutes of Limpieza de Sangre (Claros varones, 66-67).

Quidditas 40 (2019)
believe that there are ten thousand young girls between ten and twenty
years old in Andalusia that from the time they are born have never left
their houses, nor have they heard nor known of any other doctrine except
that which they saw their parents do inside their own homes: to burn all
of those would be the cruelest thing.21

Following this letter, Pulgar was severely criticized by many at court
and throughout Castile. For example, in a different letter, which he
did publish, Pulgar was forced to respond to an anonymous critic
who had equated his stance on the conversos with treason against
Isabel and Fernando.22 Any such implication would have caused
Pulgar to worry not only about his status at court, but also being
processed the Inquisition. 23
Given this backdrop, it is notable how Pulgar shaped his narrative in
the Crónica de los Reyes Católicos to support the converso community. Although Pulgar did not criticize the Inquisition or the Catholic
Monarch directly, he did repeatedly emphasize the suffering of the
conversos, particularly those of Seville. Late in his chronicle, Pulgar
went even further, and he actually allowed members of the community to articulate their own complaints within the narrative. For
example, he stated:
Some of the relatives of the imprisoned and of the condemned (conversos) notified the king and the queen that … the religious inquisitors and
the secular executors had arranged things cruelly; and they had shown
great evil, not only against those who they judged and tortured, but also
21 Pulgar, “Unpublished Letter,” In Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 49-51. “Yo creo, señor, que allí hay algunos que pecan de malos, y otros y los más porque se van tras aquellos
malos; y se yrían tras otros buenos si obiese. Pero como los viejos sean allí tan malos
cristianos, los nueuos son tan buenos judíos. Sin duda, señor, creo que mozas donzellas de
diez a veinte años hay en el Andaluçia diez mill niñas, que dende que naçieron nunca de sus
cassas salieron, ni oyeron nin supieron otra dotrina sino la que vieron hazer a sus padres de
sus puertas adentro: quemar todos éstos sería cossa crudelíssima.”
22 Pulgar, Letra XXI, 85-86. In this letter, Pulgar articulated an argument in support of the
converso community, and he argued against persecuting specific conversos for information
that they would have been taught as children before they could recognize it as wrong.
23 The Inquisition was able to target individuals from even the highest levels of Castilian
society. For instance, even Fernando de Talavera, Isabel’s personal confessor who was later
named the Archbishop of Granada, had problems with the Inquisition late in his life, which
led to several members of his family being processed and interrogated.

Quidditas 40 (2019) 28
against everyone … and considering the piety of God and that the Holy
Mother Church commands sweet reasons and gentle admonishments to
be used in this case to bring those who have erred back to the Faith. And
following the precepts and rules of the holy canons, they should ameliorate and lessen those penalties that they laws make available to them, and
not (turn to) that cruel punishment of fire.24

By embedding the same arguments in support of the conversos that
he had developed in his letters, but assigning them to the relatives of
those who suffered and died, Pulgar strengthened his argument by
putting it in the mouth of those most affected by the Inquisition. In
doing so, Pulgar put his audience, if only for a moment, in the position of those who were being persecuted.
In essence, Pulgar created a dual vantage point for the events that he
described.25 In addition to offering the perspective of the dominant
old Christian society, Pulgar also invited his audience to imagine
themselves in the subaltern position of the dominated converso community. By allowing individual conversos to articulate their own critique. Pulgar gave voice to a community that had been silenced and
marginalized throughout the second half of the fifteenth century.
Through his treatment of the Inquisition, one can see the way the
Pulgar utilized and structured his narrative not just in favor of specific nobles, but also in favor of the converso community in Castile.
In doing so, Pulgar supported the interests of a group of people who
were often discriminated against and persecuted by society. However, despite his support of this community – of which he formed
a part – the main beneficiary of Pulgar’s embellishment of the past
was the monarchy.
24 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 120, I, 439. “Algunos de las parientes de los
presos e de los condenados notificaron al Rey e a la Reyna que … los ynquisidores eclesyásticas y los esecutores seglares se avían cruelmente; y mostrauan grand enemiga, no
solo contra aquellos a quien justiçiauan y atormentauan, mas avn contra todos … E que
considerada la piedad de Dios y los que la Santa Madre Iglesia manda vsar en este caso,
con dulçes raçones y blandas amonestaçiones, e con buenas doctrinas y enxenplos se deveian traer a la Fé aquellos errados. E seguiendo los preçeptos y reglas de los santos cánones,
los devían reducir e admitir en las penas que las leyes disponen, e non con aquella cruel
pena del fuego.”
25 Michael Gerli has argued that Pulgar used others characters within the narrative to
articulate his criticisms of the Inquisition, which helped both to protect Pulgar and also to
establish a dual vantage for the reader. (“Social Crisis,” 158-159).
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As has been seen, Pulgar was willing to shape his narrative to support the interests of specific nobles as well as a larger community
with which he had a personal connection. However, the most obvious beneficiary of Pulgar’s writing was the monarchy in general and
the queen in particular.26 This relationship was made explicit in a
letter that Pulgar sends to the queen. Pulgar wrote,
Most high, excellent, and powerful queen … I will go to your highness
as you commanded me, and I will take to you the writing up to this point
that you have commanded to examine because writing in times when so
much injustice has been converted by the grace of God into so much justice, and so much disobedience and corruption has been converted into
so much order; I confess, my Lady, that it deserves a better intelligence
than mine.27

Here, Pulgar admits to giving Isabel editorial control over the narrative that he produced, which, as royal historian, was the official
account of the reign of the Catholic Monarchs. Knowing that Pulgar
allowed Isabel the power to examine and even edit his chronicles informs the way that scholars have to approach the text. It also reflects
how Pulgar constructed his historical narrative to legitimize Isabel’s
right to the crown and to support her policies.
Legitimacy was a particularly important theme for Isabel, and it was
a central concern of Pulgar’s chronicle. Early in her reign, Isabel
had serious problems legitimizing her position for a variety of reasons. First, Isabel was a woman, and women did not normally inherit royal power in Castile. Therefore, despite depicting the public
as being in support of Isabel’s succession and rule, Pulgar still had
to address the issue of whether Isabel could legally inherit the crown
of Castile in his chronicle. To do so, Pulgar depicted how a series of
men tried to disinherit the queen throughout the first half of the text:
first her half-brother, Enrique IV; then the advisors of her husband,
26 Gomez Redondo argues that Pulgar was clearly writing his history in support of Isabel
and her policies while Alfonso de Palencia – who had been the official historian before
Pulgar – had written his history primarily in support of her husband, Fernando (46-47).
27 Pulgar, Letra XI, 53-54. “Muy alta, excelente y ponderosa Reyna é Señora … Yo iré
á Vuestra Alteza segun me lo envia á mandar, é llevaré lo escripto hasta aqui, para que lo
mande examiner; porque escribir tiempos de tanta injusticia convertidos por la gracia de
Dios en tanta justicia, tanta inobediencia en tanta obediencia, tanta corrupcion en tanta
orden, yo confieso, Señora, que ha menester mejor cabeza que la mia.”

Fernando; and finally Alfonso V of Portugal.
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In one representative example, Pulgar admitted that some nobles –
he specified that they were relatives of the king – wanted a man to
inherit from Enrique IV.28 However, Pulgar countered this argument
by explaining that according to the ancient laws of Spain – Castile
in particular – women were able to inherit. He then listed numerous
examples of women who had inherited, or who would have inherited royal power. These examples, of course, were almost entirely
invented, and they are another example of how Pulgar embellished
material within his narrative.29 Pulgar also embedded a conversation
between the monarchs following Isabel’s coronation in Segovia in
which the queen convinced Fernando of her claims by appealing to
the rights of their own daughter, Princess Isabel, who was currently
their only child and heir, to inherit if they were to die without other
issue.30
Pulgar also had another problem regarding Isabel’s legitimacy. Despite having crowned herself as queen almost immediately following the death of her half-brother, Enrique IV, in 1474, Isabel was
arguably not the rightful heir. The problem was that Enrique claimed
to have a daughter of his own, Juana. Isabel, Fernando, and their
supporters claimed that Juana was illegitimate, the daughter of one’s
of Enrique’s followers, Beltrán de la Cueva, hence, they – and Pulgar – referred to her as Juana la Beltraneja. However, Juana also
had her supporters. In particular, her uncle, Alfonso V of Portugal,
claimed to believe that she was the rightful heir, married her, and
invaded Castile in support of her rights shortly after the death of
Enrique IV.
Against this political backdrop, one of Pulgar’s primary rhetorical
goals in his chronicle was to discredit Juana and justify Isabel’s right
to rule. He did this by asserting, repeatedly, that Enrique IV was im28 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 22, 1: 70.

29 Pulgar lists seven different women who he claims had inherited and wielded royal
power. Of these, only one, Urraca (1077 – 1126), actually held and exercised royal power.
However, Pulgar likely would not have wanted to emphasize this comparison too much
as Urraca ended up fighting against her husband, Alfonso I of Aragon (1073 – 1134), and
losing control over much of her kingdom.
30 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 22, 1: 71.
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potent, and he also claimed that it was God’s will that Isabel became
queen.31 In particular, Pulgar argued that Isabel’s claims had been
proven true through the Castilians’ victories over Alfonso V and the
Portuguese in battle. In essence, Pulgar used his own account of the
war as evidence othat God wanted Isabel to rule in Castile.
In addition to demonstrating her legal right to the crown, Pulgar
also highlighted Isabel’s virtues as a means of providing her with a
moral justification for the crown. The moral character of the queen
was reiterated throughout the Crónica de los Reyes Católicos.32 For
example, Pulgar emphasized the importance of the queen’s actions
throughout the war against Granada, and he claimed that her actions
led to many of the Castilian victories. The best example of Isabel’s
virtues, however, may be a short description, or semblanza, of the
queen that he embedded within his larger narrative:
She [Isabel] was very quick-witted and prudent, which rarely correspond
in a single person … She was very religious and devout, she gave alms in
the proper places in secret, she honored the centers of prayer, she visited
monasteries and religious houses willingly, and she gave magnificently
to those houses where she knew they maintained an honest life … she
was very inclined to justice, so much so that it was believed the she followed more the road of rigor than of piety; and she did this in order to
fix the great corruption and crimes that she found when she inherited the
kingdom.33

Through this description, Pulgar depicted the queen as an ideal ruler
whose only issue may have been that she was too rigorous in her
pursuit of justice. However, even in this example, the cause of this
fault was not Isabel, but rather in the condition of the kingdom when
she inherited it. Moreover, by focusing so much on the queen’s moral virtue, Pulgar seems to create an implicit comparison between the
queen and those rulers who came before, especially Enrique IV, who
31 In the Claros varones de Castilla, Pulgar emphasized Enrique IV’s inability to conceive
children throughout his biography of the king, and he claimed that it was this issue that
destroyed the king’s marriage to his wife, Blanca of Navarre, with whom he failed to have
children despite being married for many years (Claros varones, 6-7).

32 Elizabeth Lehfeldt argues that Isabel’s identity as a woman was instrumental in helping
Pulgar to create an additional contrast between her moral actions and Enrique’s immorality
(41). This contrast legitimized Isabel’s rule, and it supported Pulgar’s claim that the queen
had been chosen by God to rule.
33 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 24, 1: 77. “Era muger muy aguda y discreta,
lo qual vemos rraras vezes concurrir en vna persona … Era muy católica y devota, fazía
limosnas secretas y en lugares devidos, honrraba las casas de oraçión, visitaua con voluntad los monesterios y casas de religión, aquellas do conosçia que guardavan vida honesta,
y dotáualas magníficamente …Era muy inclinada a fazer justiça, tanto que le era inputado
seguir más la vía de rrigor que de la piedad; y esto fazía por rremediar a la grand corruçion
de crímenes que hallo en el rreyno quando suçedió en el.”
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was known – at least, within Pulgar’s depiction of him in the Claros
varones de Castilla – for his disloyalty and vices.
Pulgar also placed additional evidence for Isabel’s legitimacy in her
own voice by embedding a prayer said by the queen toward the beginning of the War of Succession against Portugal. He wrote:
You, Lord, who are aware of the secrets within hearts, you know that I
have not obtained the kingdoms of the king, my father, through an unjust
path, nor have I obtained them through trickery or force, but instead believing truly that these kingdoms belong to me by right because of those
kings, my ancestors, who won them through the spilling of their blood.
And you, Lord, in whose hands is the right to distribute these kingdoms,
through your Providence you have put me in this royal state in which I
am today, I beg you, Lord, that you hear now the prayer of your servant,
and that you show the truth, and that you manifest your will with your
marvelous works.34

This prayer, although explicitly about the outcome of the war, also
reveals the characteristics that Pulgar argued made Isabel worthy to
rule. Although Pulgar claimed that people heard the queen praying
in public, it seems likely that he invented or adapted his account of
the prayer – much as he did in the debate over Boabdil – to shape the
audience’s interpretation of events in key ways. Within the Crónica
de los Reyes Católicos, Pulgar used Isabel’s prayer to reiterate his
larger arguments for the queen’s legitimacy, and to place them within her own mouth in a context – in the midst of personal communion
with God – that would be associated with honesty and humility.
This moment in the text supported Pulgar’s argument in multiple
ways. First, it offered the motivations for Isabel’s actions and showed
that the queen truly believed herself to be the rightful ruler of Castile
and to rule by divine right.35 Second, it depicted Isabel as the latest
34 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 31, 1: 101. “Tú, Señor, que conoçes el secreto
de los coraçones, sabes de mí que no por vía ynjusta, no con cautela ni tiranía, mas creyendo verdaderamente que de derecho me perteneçen estos rreynos del rrey mi padre, he
procurado de los aver, porque aquello que los rReyes mis progenitores ganaron con tanto
derramamiento de sangre no venga en generacçion agena. Y tú, Señor, en cuyas manos es
el derecho de los rreynos, por la dispusiçión de tu Providençia, me as puesto en este estado
rreal en que oy estoy, suplico humildemente, Señor, que oygas agora la oraçión de tu sierva,
y muestres la verdad, y manifiestes tu voluntad con tus obras marauillosas.”
35 By presenting Isabel in this way, Pulgar echoed earlier converso writers who had sought
to represent previous Trastámara rulers as messianic-type figures. For example, Pablo de
Santa María depicted Juan II as a messianic figure who appears at the end of the Siete
edades del mundo. For many converso writers who were facing severe social pressure, part
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in a line of righteous Castilian rulers who fought, bled, and died for
the kingdom. Third, by having her place all of her faith in God, the
prayer reinforced the queen’s humility and her deep faith. Within
the narrative, Isabel trusted that God would send her a sign so that
she did not sin through ignorance in fighting for the crown. Finally,
Pulgar used this prayer to re-introduce the idea of Providence into
his account of historical events and to support the image of Isabel
as an almost-messiah like figure whose morality and faith saves her
people.36
Toward the end of his depiction of the war between Castile and Portugal, Pulgar embedded an embassy to the Portuguese court in order
to reiterate and reinforce many of his claims regarding the queen’s
legitimacy as well as the providential nature of his history.37 During the embassy, Pulgar had the queen’s ambassador, Rodrigo Maldonado, outline the argument in favor of Isabel and Fernando being
the rightful rulers of Castile. Throughout the speech, Maldonado
emphasizes the role of God’s will in determining all the outcomes in
human affairs. Pulgar wrote:
In His Providence, He [God] has ordained that men receive many different results in the wars and conquests that they have undertaken, as we
read in the Sacred Scripture and also in other authentic histories. We see
that He helped you in the victory that He gave to you against the prince,
Don Pedro, your uncle … and in the victories and the achievements that
you had against the Moors in Africa; because they were just and holy
enterprises in which God, like a friend, wanted to grant you victory as a
king. However, what can we say about the enterprise that you have undertaken in Castile, except that we can clearly see that it does not please
Him, nor does He want that you should continue, as we perceive in the
great evils and misfortunes that have befallen you.38
of the hope for the messianic ruler was that he – or she – would alleviate the larger societal
tensions.
36 It is interesting that is Isabel, rather than Fernando, who is depicted as the savior of
their people. Moreover, this iit s only one of multiple places where one can see Pulgar
making Isabel a more prominent figure than her husband. Notably, Pulgar was chosen to
be the royal historian following the dismissal of his predecessor, Alfonso de Palencia, for
– in the words of the historian – not being suitably favorable to Isabel and assigning too
much credit to Fernando for the couple’s accomplishments, including the battles he had
won on the battlefield. By all accounts, Pulgar learned a lesson from Palencia’s dismissal,
and he repeatedly praised Isabel above her husband throughout the Crónica de los Reyes
Católicos.
37 Notably, many of the arguments that Maldonado makes in his speech in front of Alfonso V are the same that Pulgar makes in a letter – Letra VII – that he claimed to have sent
to the same Alfonso V during the war for the Castilian throne after the death of Enrique IV.
Here, once again, one can see the way that Pulgar re-utilized outside material to embellish
his chronicle and support his larger claims.
38 Pulgar, Crónica de los Reyes Católicos, 110, 1: 390. “En su Providençia las tiene
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By embedding this speech, Pulgar sought to use Alfonso’s own history of military conquest to prove his point about the role of God
in determining the outcome of human affairs. According to Pulgar,
when Alfonso fought just wars – such as the rebellion led by his
uncle or his invasion of North Africa – the king was victorious.
However, when he fought against the Catholic Monarchs, he was
defeated repeatedly, which Pulgar had Maldonado argue, implied
that he was attempting to fight against the will of God.
As his treatment of the embassy reflects, throughout the Crónica de
los Reyes Católicos Pulgar was able to shape and construct a narrative that not only related the deeds of Isabel and Fernando, but also
depicted them as the correct actions of virtuous rulers working to
fulfill God’s divine plan. In doing so, Pulgar not only legitimized
the rule of the Catholic Monarchs and provided ideological support
for their policies, but he also embellished his account of the past to
compose a rhetorically compelling master narrative for their reign.
In conclusion, even though Pulgar claimed to be writing within a
specific tradition, didactic history, his personal letters reveal his beliefs regarding the nature of writing history, and also allow modern scholars to see some of the political calculations that shaped his
Crónica de los Reyes Católicos. In particular, Pulgar’s letters reveal
a new conception of history, which could be shaped, manipulated,
and – in Pugar’s own words – embellished by the historian. And
this is exactly what Pulgar did, constructing his historical narrative
in such a way as to support specific nobles, his own converso community, and also the monarchy. Furthermore, by embellishing his
history to support these groups, Pulgar revealed the developing role
and power of both history and historians at the court of the Catholic
Monarchs.
hordenadas a otros fines contrarios mucho de lo que los onbres procuran, segúnd leemos
en la Sacra Escritura e en otras ystorias avténticas que fizo a muchos Reyes e prínçipes en
las guerras e conquestas que overion. E vimos asymismo que ayudó a vos en la victoria
que os dió contra el ynfante don Pedro, vuestro tío … Y en las victorias y bienandanças
que ovistes contra los moros en África; porque eran enpresas justas y santas, en las quales
como a rey su amigo os quiso otorgar victoria. Pero ¿qué podemos decir desta enpresa que
tomastes de Castilla, syno que veemos claro que no le plaze ni quiere que la prosigáys,
segúnd los grandes siniestros y ynfortunios que en ella vemos que avéys avido?”
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